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(57) Abstract 

An electronic order pooling system is disclosed which allows a customer to pool its order for a product or service (70) together with 
orders of other customers to obtain volume discounts from suppliers (112). Using a Web site (101) or other type of publicly available 
network site, a customer may place an order for a product or service (70) and specify a desired discount level (90). A pool application (104) 
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(90). When a sufficient quantity of orders has been collected in a particular pool meeting the defined criteria (141), an order application 
(108) aggregates the orders of all customers in the pool and places a single order (144) with a supplier (1 12). 
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WO 00/43938 PCT/USOO/00771 

PUBLIC NETWORK-BASED ORDER POOLING SYSTEM 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to electronic commerce, and more particularly to techniques for allowing consumers to 
purchase products and services over the Internet or other publicly accessible network. 

5 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Suppliers of products and services regularly offer substantial discounts to their customers for large quantity 
orders. The products and services for which volume discounts are available include every industry and every sector of 
the economy, from raw materia! to office equipment and supplies to consumer electronics to life and medical 
insurance. Large organizations, such as major corporations, governmental agencies, and educational institutions, 

10 routinely purchase products and services in large quantities, and can therefore readily take advantage of volume 
discounts. Small organizations and individual consumers, however, cannot take advantage of such discounts, or can 
do so only by experiencing significant inconvenience or incurring significant costs. 

One method that small organizations and individuals can use to obtain volume discounts is to combine their 
purchases with other small organizations and individuals to form purchasing cooperatives. This method of obtaining 

IS volume discounts has several problems. One problem is that the small organizations and individuals interested in 
purchasing a product or service must identify each other, check the backgrounds of other customers who are potential 
participants, communicate with each other, and reach agreements with each other to form a cooperative. These tasks 
may be costly and time-consuming, and constitute significant impediments to the formation of such cooperatives. As a 
result, a cooperative is generally limited in geographic scope. This leads to the additional problem that a small 

20 organization or individual may not be able to identify a sufficient number of small organizations or individuals within its 
geographic region that desire a particular product or service to form a group large enough to obtain volume discounts. 
Another problem is that a customer, in the process of forming a cooperative arrangement, must disclose to other 
customers its purchasing requirements. A customer may be unwilling to share such information with other customers, 
who may be its competitors, out of fear that the other customers may use the information for competitive advantage. 

25 Another method for a small organization or individual to obtain a volume discount is for the small organization 

or individual to purchase greater quantities of a product or service than are actually required. This method also has 
several problems. One problem is that the small organization or individual must commit limited financial resources to 
the purchase of unneeded products or services. Another problem is that the small organization or individual must incur 
costs associated with maintaining an inventory of unneeded products, such as warehousing and insurance. 

30 Another method for allowing small organizations and individuals to obtain a volume discount is. for a 

merchant to place large orders for products or services, thereby obtaining a volume discount. The merchant may then 
resell the products and services to small organizations and individuals at a price reflecting the volume discount 
obtained by the merchant. This method also has several problems. One problem is that the merchant must incur the 
costs of maintaining an unsold inventory, including capita! costs, warehousing, and insurance, and must bear the risk 

35 that at least a portion of the products purchased will not be resold. Such costs may be passed on to the small 
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organizations and individuals in the form of higher prices, which may eliminate or at least reduce the benefit of the 
volume discount obtained by the reseller. The present invention addresses these and other problems. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention provides an electronic product purchasing system which allows a plurality of 
5 customers to pool orders for products or services together to obtain volume discounts. In accordance with the 
invention, the system allows a customer to place an order for a product or service, and preferably allows the customer 
to specify a desired discount level. The system pools the customer's order with those of other customers who have 
specified the same product or service and, where applicable, the same discount level. When a sufficient number of 
orders has been collected in a particular pool, the orders of all customers in the pool are aggregated and placed as a 

10 single order with the supplier, thereby obtaining a volume discount. The price paid by the customers for the ordered 
goods or services is discounted to reflect the volume discount received from the supplier. In a preferred embodiment, 
the system is implemented using a World Wide Web site that can be remotely accessed by the customers to enter and 
monitor the status of various pools. The system may be implemented on other publicly accessible networks, including 
proprietary networks such as America Online, or the telephone network. 

1 5 An important benefit of the system is that it allows customers to obtain volume discounts even if they do not 

require large quantities of a particular product or service. Thus, individuals and small businesses may receive discounts 
similar to those received by large organizations. 

Another important benefit is that it allows a customer to pool its purchases with other customers that need 
the same products or services and desire the same discount level, without requiring the customer to identify, 

20 communicate, and reach agreements with the other customers. The likelihood that customers will be able to pool their 
purchases is increased, and the need for extensive background checking and negotiation between customers is 
eliminated. 

Another important benefit is that it allows a customer to pool its purchases with other customers that are 
not located in the same geographical vicinity. By increasing the number of entities and individuals that can participate 
25 in a pool, the likelihood that customers will be able to form a pool to obtain volume discounts, and the size of the 
discounts that may be obtained, is increased. 

Another important benefit is that it allows a customer to pool its purchases with other customers 
anonymously. Thus, a customer can pool its orders with other customers that may be competitors, without the risk 
that the competitors may obtain information regarding the customer's purchases of products and services and use 
30 such information to obtain a competitive advantage. 

Another important benefit is that it allows customers to obtain volume discounts without requiring them to 
purchase greater quantities of a product than are actually required at a particular point in time. Thus, it is not 
necessary for a customer to incur the costs inherent in maintaining a large inventory of a particular product. 
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Another important benefit is that it allows the pool service provider to obtain volume discounts without 
requiring it to purchase large quantities of products in advance of need. Thus, the costs of maintaining an unsold 
inventory, including capital costs, effect on cash flow, warehousing, and insurance, are avoided. 

Another important benefit is that it allows the pool service provider to negotiate with a plurality of suppliers 
5 for a particular product or service, and thus allows the seller to offer the product or service at the best volume 
discount available. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
These and other features of the invention will now be described with reference to the drawings summarized 
below. These drawings and the associated description are provided to illustrate a preferred embodiment of the 
1 0 invention, and not to limit the scope of the invention. 

Figures la-b illustrate example Web site pages for allowing customers to select from the categories of 
products and services offered. 

Figures 2a-c illustrate an example Web site page for allowing customers to choose among specific products 
offered within a particular category, and to view detailed information about the products. 
15 Figure 3 illustrates an example Web site page for allowing customers to enter their names, addresses, credit 

card information, and e mail addresses, and to select a particular discount pool. 

Figure 4 illustrates a preferred set of Web site components for implementing an order pooling system in 
accordance with the invention, and illustrates typical customer components for accessing the system. 

Figure 5 illustrates a sequence of steps that are performed by the pool application in Figure 4 in response to 
20 the submission of an order by a customer. 

Figure 6 illustrates a sequence of steps that are performed by the pool application in Figure 4 to review the 
status of a pool of orders from customers and place orders with suppliers upon attainment of a pool threshold. 

The products, product descriptions, trademarks, and trade names shown in the drawings are provided for 
illustrative purposes only, and are not intended to imply any affiliation between the applicant and any other company 
25 or organization. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 
Throughout the following description, the term "Web site" is used to refer to a customer-accessible network 
site that implements the basic World Wide Web standards for the coding and transmission of hypertextual documents. 
These standards currently include HTML (the Hypertext Markup Language) and HTTP (the Hypertext Transfer 
30 Protocol). It should be understood that the term "site" is not intended to imply a single geographic location, as a Web 
or other network site can, for example, include multiple geographically distributed computer systems that are 
appropriately linked together. The term "pool service provider" refers to the individual or entity that administers and 
maintains the Web site. 

A preferred implementation of the order pooling system will now be described with reference to Figures 1*6. 
35 Throughout the following description, reference will be made to various implementation-specific details, including, for 
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example, pooling categories, discount levels, document and protocol standards, and forms used for placing orders. 
These details are provided in order fully to set forth a preferred embodiment of the invention, and not to limit the scope 
of the invention. The scope of the invention is set forth in the appended claims. 

Figure la illustrates an example Web page that may be displayed to a customer in response to a request 

5 received through the Internet 102 (Figure 4). As depicted by Figure la, the Web page identifies several general 
categories of products and services offered through the Web site. The Web page also includes hyperlinks 10 allowing 
customers to request that the Web site display products and services within a selected general category. The 
hyperlink 10 is displayed as underlined text, but may alternatively be displayed, for example, as an icon or other 
graphical image. The customer can select the hyperlink 10 using any technique that is supported by the customer's 

10 computer, including, for example, clicking on the hyperlink 10 with a mouse, touching on a touch-sensitive display, or 
using a voice command. When the customer selects the hyperlink 10, the selected product category is conveyed to the 
Web site 101 (Figure 4). The Web site may then display a Web page that contains subcategories of products or 
services within the selected category. An example Web site page displaying additional product categories is shown in 
Figure 1b, and discussed below. 

1 5 Figure 1 b illustrates an example Web page that may be displayed to the customer in response to the selection 

of a hyperlink 10. The Web page identifies products or services within the selected category. The Web page also 
includes hyperlinks 20 allowing the customer to select a more specific subcategory of product or service. The Web 
page also includes hyperlinks 30 allowing the customer to select products or services from a particular supplier within 
the selected category. Alternately, the Web page may include hyperlinks allowing the customer to view subcategories 

20 of products with identified common characteristics. For example, the Web page may provide hyperlinks allowing 
customers to select products within a particular price range or products that share certain specifications. The Web 
page may also provide hyperlinks allowing customers to select products for which pools are about to close. For 
example, a hyperlink may allow a customer to select all products of a category or subcategory that have pools of a 
certain discount level that will close in the next hour, day, or week. In addition, the Web page includes hyperlinks 40 

25 allowing the customer to view the Web sites maintained by suppliers identified on the Web page. 

Any of a variety of other types of features could be included on this Web site for assisting customers in 
locating products, services, and pools. For example, the Web site could implement a search engine far allowing users 
to search the site. Further, as described below, the site could implement an e-mail notification service for notifying 
customers, based on customer-specified preferences, of pool status, including the pool creation and closure events. 

30 When the customer selects the hyperlink for a subcategory of products or services 20, 30 the selected 

subcategory is conveyed to the Web site 101. The Web site may then display a Web page that contains products or 
services within the selected subcategory. An example Web page displaying products is shown in Figures 2a-c, and 
discussed below. In other implementations, more or less than two levels of categories and subcategories may be 
displayed. The Web site may offer products and services of every kind sold. In the case of products, these may 

35 include physical goods from raw materials to industrial components to office equipment and supplies to consumer 
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electronics to vehicles to machine toots to clothing. The services offered may range from life and health insurance to 
product maintenance services to utility services to periodical subscriptions to entertainment services, such as tickets 
for concerts and sporting events* 

Figures 2ac illustrate an example Web page that may be displayed to the customer in response to the 

5 selection of a hyperlink 20. The Web page identifies products within the selected subcategory. For each product 
displayed, the Web page displays the name of the supplier, the name of the product photographic images of the 
product 70, the manufacturer's suggested retail price (MSRP) of the product, a detailed description of the product, and 
hyperlinks allowing the customer to obtain additional information regarding the product or the supplier's product line, 
or to contact the supplier. The Web page may not display any image relating to each product, or may display a 

10 plurality of images. The images may be photographic or artistic. The information and images may be stored in. the 
products database 107. The Web page may also display additional information relating to the products featured on the 
page, including reviews, warranty information, simulations, animations, or video presentations regarding the product. 

In the preferred embodiment, information displayed regarding the product or service is obtained through the 
Internet 102 from World Wide Web sites maintained by suppliers of the products or services 113. Alternatively, the 

15 information may be obtained from third party Web sites, or may be entered manually by the pool service provider. In. 
addition, the Web page may include hyperlinks allowing customers to view additional information relating to the 
products displayed on the Web page. 

In addition, the Web site 101 may offer customers the ability to initiate the creation of pools for products or 
services that are not currently offered by the Web site 101. The Web site 101 may, through commercially available 

20 software, offer customers the ability to communicate via "chat rooms" or message boards regarding new products or 
services that should be offered through the Web site 101. The customers could then request that the pool service 
provider add new products or services to the Web site 101. The Web site may also offer customers the ability to enroll 
on a "waiting list" for a product or service not currently offered. In that way, the pool service provider could estimate 
customer demand for the proposed product or service. Alternately, customers may be allowed to create their own Web 

25 pages on the site that would offer the new products or services. Creation of the Web page, including providing images 
and descriptions, and formatting the HTML documents, could be performed by the pool service provider or the 
customer that requests the addition of the product or service to the Web site 101 using commercially-available 
software. The Web site may also, through the product application 105 (Figure 4) allow potential suppliers to express 
their interest in having their products or services offered through the Web site. The potential suppliers could identify 

30 the products or services that they would offer and indicate the volume discounts to which they would commit. 

The Web site may also offer customers the ability to subscribe to a personalized e-mail notification service. 
Pursuant to the request of a customer, the e-mail notification application 115 (Figure 4) may generate an e-mail 
advising customers of events relating the Web site, e.g., the opening of pools for a specific product or the opening of 
pools for products not previously offered through the Web site. 
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The Web page also includes hyperlinks 50 (Figure 2a) allowing the customer to initiate the process for 
entering an order into a pool for a desired product. The hyperlink 50 is displayed as underlined text, but may 
alternatively be displayed, for example, as an icon or other graphical image. Alternatively, the hyperlink may be the 
image 70 of the product. In addition, the Web page displays information 60 regarding the current number of customers 

5 that have entered into pools for each product featured on the page. The Web page also displays information regarding 
the discount levels available from each pool for each product, and the maturity date of each pool for each product, i.e., 
the estimated date on which the pool wilt be closed and an order will be placed with a supplier. As discussed below, 
the maturity date may be estimated using historical data. When the customer selects a hyperlink 50, the selected 
product is conveyed to the Web site 101. The Web site then displays a Web page that contains a form allowing the 

10 customer to enter identification information and place an order. An example Web page displaying identification and 
ordering forms is shown in Figure 3, and discussed below. In the preferred embodiment the discount levels offered to 
customers are calculated so as to provide a margin of profit for the pool service provider; i.e., the price offered by the 
pool service provider to the customer is greater than the pool service provider's cost. In other embodiments, the pool 
service provider may charge a fee calculated as a percentage of the order price, a fixed fee for each order, or require a 

1 5 customer to pay a one time or periodic subscription fee for use of the Web site. The pool service provider may also 
offer customers additional discounts based on the volume of their orders through the Web site. 

Figure 3 illustrates an example Web page that may be displayed to a customer in response to the selection of 
a hyperlink 50. The Web page allows the customer to indicate whether he or she is a new or returning customer, to 
state his or her name, physical address, and e mail address, and to identify a credit card type, number, and expiration 

20 date. The Web page may also include fields (not shown) for allowing a customer to identify himself or herself by a 
customer code, or for allowing a customer to specify a shipping address that is different from his or her billing or 
residence address. The Web page may also allow the customer to specify payment through a prearranged account 
with the pool service provider, by gift certificate, smart card, electronic funds transfer (EFT), or COO. Alternatively, the 
Web page may allow the customer to indicate a purchase order number, or may accept payment through a publicly 

25 available electronic wallet system. The Web page also displays information regarding available order pools 80, 
including the date the pool opened for orders, the discount rate, and the estimated date that the poof will be closed and 
orders will be placed. The information entered by a customer may be transferred via the public network to the Web 
site 101 using standard encryption methods. 

In the preferred embodiment, each pool has a threshold. Once the threshold is attained, the pool is closed to 

30 further orders from customers, and an order is placed with the supplier. The threshold for each pool is set by the pool 
service provider, preferably as the quantity of the product or service necessary to obtain the desired level of volume 
discount. For example, through negotiations with the supplier 1 12 (Figure 4), the pool service provider may determine 
that the supplier 112 will provide a discount of 10 percent for an order in excess of x units. Alternately, the pool 
service provider could ascertain volume discounts offered by the supplier 112 through review of publicly available price 

35 sheets or through the Internet 102. In other embodiments, the threshold could be set as a fixed number of days 
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following the opening of the pool. In other embodiments, the pool service provider could establish a plurality of 
thresholds for a pool, and close the pool upon the attainment of the earliest threshold, the latest threshold, or a 
combination of thresholds. 

In the preferred embodiment, the customer is allowed to select from a plurality of pools, each pool having a 

5 different discount rate, different threshold, and different maturity date. For example, the pool service provider may 
determine that it can obtain a discount of 10 percent for an order in excess of or units, 20 percent for an order in 
excess of 2x units, and 30 percent for an order in excess of 3/ units. The discounts may be obtained from the same 
supplier, or from a plurality of suppliers. Pools may also be organized for customers desiring enhanced features or 
services with their product order. For example, pools may be created that provide extended warranties, training, 

1 0 enhanced support services, or packages of accessories. In other embodiments, there may be only one pool. 

In alternative embodiments, the maturity date displayed by the Web page may be a fixed number of days 
from the date of the customer's inquiry, rather than the date on which the threshold is actually estimated to be 
reached. For example, the Web page may display that orders for the 1 0 percent discount pool will be placed in 1 2 days, 
for the 20 percent discount pool in 28 days, and for the 30 percent discount pool in 40 days, regardless of how many 

1 5 orders have been received into the pool, and regardless of how close the pool is to meeting its threshold. By displaying 
the maturity date as a fixed number of days from the date that a customer places a pool order, the pool service 
provider may avoid concentrating the flow of orders into poofs in the time period immediately preceding their closing. 
Accordingly, the Web site 101 would tend to receive orders for pools at a more uniform and predictable rate. The pool 
service provider can set the fixed date as a function of the number of days needed to attain the pool threshold in 

20 previous pools, such as the average number of days that it has taken to attain the threshold for the pool, or the 
average number of days that it has taken to attain the threshold adjusted for seasonal factors. Alternately, the pool 
service provider can employ standard statistical tools to adjust the fixed date to create a safety margin; i.e., the pool 
service provider may add a fixed number of days or a fixed percentage to the historical average, or may add one or 
more standard deviations. The Web site may display the estimated order date as a fixed number of days "or less/ i.e., 

25 1 2 days or less, to reflect the fact that the fixed date is the latest date that the pool service provider expects to place 
an order with its supplier. 

The pool service provider may aggregate the orders from multiple pools into a single order to a supplier to 
obtain greater volume discounts. The pools that are aggregated may be for the same product or service, for different 
products or services from the same supplier, or for different products and services that can be obtained from the same 
30 supplier. The pool service provider may regularly aggregate such orders, such as on a monthly or quarterly basis, and 
may contract in advance with one or more suppliers to place such regular orders. The pools may be displayed in 
ascending or descending order by numerous variables, including amount of discount, date pool opened to orders, and 
maturity date. 

The Web page includes "radio" buttons 90 allowing the customer to select a particular pool for entry of an 
35 order (Figure 3). A customer may select an order pool by clicking on the radio button corresponding to the desired pool. 
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In other implementations, the Web page may allow a customer to select a pool by another method such as by selecting 
a hyperlink, selecting a pool from a pull-down menu, or entering text. If the customer is a new customer, the Web site 
displays a document of standard terms and conditions (not shown) governing the use of the site. The customer is 
permitted to proceed with the order process only if he or she indicates his or her agreement to the terms. In the 

5 preferred embodiment, the customer indicates his or her agreement by clicking on a hyperlink. Alternatively, the Web 
site may allow the customer to indicate his or her agreement by entering text, such as requiring the customer to type 
the words "I agree," click a radio button, or select from a pull-down menu. The Web page further provides a hyperlink 
1 10 for allowing a customer to enter an order for the selected product into the selected order pool. The hyperlink 110 
is displayed as a text box, but may alternatively be displayed, for example, as underlined text, an icon, or other 

10 graphical image. In one embodiment, the submission of an order represents a commitment by the customer to 
purchase the designated product(s) or service(s) upon the maturity of the pool. 

After the customer selects the hyperlink 110 entering his or her order into a particular pool, the customer is 
presented with one or more additional Web pages (not shown) confirming that his or her order has been entered into 
the pool. The Web site may also send a confirming message to the customer by e-mail, facsimile, postal mail, or 

15 telephone message. The confirming message may contain a unique code identifying the customer's order. The 
customer may enter the unique code into a form on a Web page in the Web site to obtain information regarding the 
customer's order or the pool, including the updated maturity date, the date on which the pool actually closed, the date 
an order was actually placed with a supplier 112 (Figure 4), the estimated date of shipment, or the actual date of 
shipment. The Web page may also display information regarding the status of shipment, or may include a hyperlink to 

20 a Web page maintained by the common carrier that provides additional information regarding the status of shipment. 
The unique code may also be in the form of a hyperlink. The Web page corresponding to the hyperlink may display 
information regarding the customer's order as described above. A message confirming an order by e mail may include 
the unique code as a hyperlink. 

Figure 4 illustrates the basic hardware and software components that are typically invoked in the above- 

25 described process. As depicted by this drawing, the customer accesses the Web site 101 using personal computers 
(PCs) 100 or other general purpose computers that have access to the Internet. The customer may, alternatively, 
access the Web site 101 using special purpose devices such as network computers (NCs), dedicated devices, or 
special-purpose computing devices designed for accessing the Internet such as Microsoft WebTV systems. The 
customer's computer may run commercially-available Web browser applications 103 such as Microsoft Internet 

30 Explorer or Netscape Navigator, which implement the basic World Wide Web standards such as HTTP and HTML The 
customer's computer may also run a commercially available e-mail application such as Microsoft Outlook, Netscape 
Navigator, or Qualcomm Eudora, which supports the use of hyperlinks. The e-mail application and the browser may be 
integrated with one another, and/or may be integrated with other application programs or the operating system. The e- 
mail application may also be provided through a third-party Web site, such as Microsoft HotMail or Yahoo 'Mail. 
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In the embodiment described herein, the Web site 101 comprises a computer system and associated content 
that are accessible via the Internet 101 The Web site 101 may optionally include content that spans multiple Internet 
domains, and/or may be implemented using physical servers that are geographically remote from one another. In other 
embodiments, the Web site 101 may be in the form of an intranet site, in which case the computers 100 may be 
5 coupled to the site solely by a private network. For example, the Web site 101 may be in the form of a purchasing 
department site for the internal use of a corporate, educational, or governmental entity. 

In other embodiments, the Web site 101 may be replaced with another type of network site. For example, 
the functions described herein could alternatively be implemented on a hypertextual site or browsing area of an online 
services network such as America Online or CompuServe, in which case customers may access the site using software 
10 that implements nonstandard document formats and transfer protocols. The functions described herein could also be 
implemented on any other public or private communications network accessible by customers, for example, by a 
telephone-based system employing touch-tone response voice menus, or voice recognition. The functions described 
herein could also be implemented through wireless networks, such as PCS, or through a postal-based catalog and mail 
order system. 

15 As further depicted by Figure 4, the Web site 101 includes a commercially available Web server application 

114, such as Microsoft BackOffice or Lotus Oomino. The Web server application 114 accesses an HTML database 
116, a products database 107, a pool application 104, and an order application 108 in response to the actions of 
customers. A product application 106, a users database 105, a pools database 109, an orders database 110, and 
various back-end components (not shown) are also used for this purpose. The various databases 105, 107, 109, 110, 

20 and 116 are shown separately for illustrative purposes, but may be integrated within a single database. Further, it 
should be understood that the databases could be implemented using tables, flat files, linked lists, and other data 
structures without the use of a database product. 

As depicted in Figure 4, the pool application 104 implements an online process for allowing customers to 
register with the site 101 as returning or new customers, and to enter personal information. The pool application 

25 accesses a users database 105 that includes information about customers that have registered (such as by placing an 
order) with the Web site 101. This information typically includes, for example, the names, e-mail addresses, physical 
addresses, and credit card information for such customers. The information may also include shipping addresses, user 
identification codes, account passwords, and account history, including order history. The pool application also 
interfaces with the pools database 109 that includes information relating to each of the pools. The information may 

30 include for each pool, the product offered, the discount offered in the pool, the date the pool opened, the date each 
order was received into the pool, and the quantity of each order received into the pool. The information may also 
include historical data for each pool. 

In the preferred embodiment, the pool application 104 updates the users database 105 and the pools 
database 109, monitors pools to determine whether pool thresholds have been met, determines maturity dates, and 

35 invokes the order application 108 to place orders with suppliers 112. The order application 108 interfaces with the 



-9- 



WO 00/43938 



PCT/USOO/00771 



pool application 104, initiates the placement of orders with suppliers 112, obtains payment from financial institutions 
111, and invokes the e-mail notification application 115 to notify customers that orders have been placed with 
suppliers 112. The e-mail notification application 115 generates e mails advising customers that orders have been 
placed with suppliers 112 and transmits the e-mails to customers through the Internet 102. The product application 

5 106 accesses and maintains the products database 107. The products database 107 contains information regarding 
each product or service for which a pool is offered. 

Figures 5a-b illustrate a sequence of steps that are performed by the pool application 104 to accept verify, 
enter, and confirm a customer's order. The process is executed after the customer has selected a product or service. 
As depicted by step 120, the pool application 104 receives the customer's selection of a particular product or service. 

10 The pool application 104 then displays the customer form (step 121). The customer form is generally in the format of 
Figure 3. The pool application then reviews each field to determine whether the customer has entered valid data (step 
122). If the customer has not entered valid data, the pool application returns an error message (step 123), and 
redisplays the customer form (step 121). 

If the customer has entered valid data in each field, the pool application 104 determines whether the 

15 customer is a new or returning customer (step 124). In the preferred embodiment, the pool application 104 reviews 
the data entered by the customer in the field requesting that the customer identify himself as a "New Customer" 81 
(Figure 3). In addition, the pool application 104 reviews the users database 105 to determine whether the customer 
has established an account with the Web site. Various alternatives are possible. For example, each customer could be 
assigned a customer identification code that could be used to verify the customer's status. The pool application could 

20 request that the customer enter the customer identification cade as an alternative to entering identifying data on the 
customer form (Figure 3). Alternatively, the customer identification code could be stored on the customer's PC or 
other capable computing device as a "cookie" for review by the pooling application in subsequent sessions. 

If the customer is a new customer, the pool application 104 displays an HTML document (not shown) 
containing the standard terms and conditions governing the use of the Web site, and requests that the customer 

25 indicate his or her agreement to those terms by clicking on a hyperlink (step 126). In alternative embodiments, the 
customer may indicate his or her agreement by entering text into a form, such as "I agree," clicking a radio button, or 
selecting from a pull-down menu. If the customer does not indicate his or her agreement, an error message is returned 
(step 128) and the terms and conditions document is redisplayed (step 126). 

If the customer is a returning customer, or a new customer that has indicated his or her agreement to the 

30 standard terms and conditions, the pool application 104 electronically transmits the customer's payment information 
to the appropriate bank or other financial institution 111 (Figure 4) over the Internet 102 or other communications 
channel for verification (step 129). The transmission may be encrypted. Upon receipt of a response from the bank or 
other financial institution, the pool application 104 determines whether the customer has sufficient funds or credit to 
proceed with the transaction {step 130). If the customer has insufficient funds or credit for the transaction, the pool 

35 application 104 displays an error message (step 131) and redisplays the customer form (step 121). Alternately, the 
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pool application 104 may verify the customer's available funds through another public network, or through a private 
network, such as a dial-up credit verification system. 

If the customer has sufficient funds or credit to proceed with the transaction, the pool application 104 
accesses and updates the pools database 109 (Figure 4} to reflect the addition of the customer's order to the selected 

S pool (step 132). The pools database 109 may include data reflecting each order placed into each pool, including the 
identity of each customer and the quantity ordered by each customer. The pool application then accesses and updates 
the users database 105 (Figure 4) to reflect the customer's order (step 133). The pool application 104 then confirms 
to the customer that the order has been entered into a pool (step 134). As further depicted in Figure 4, the pool 
application 104 monitors the pools database 109 to determine whether pool thresholds have been met, to generate 

1 0 information regarding the pools, and interfaces with the order application 1 08 upon attainment of the pool threshold. 

Figure 6 illustrates a series of steps performed by the Web site 101 through the pool application 104 and the 
order application 108 to monitor the pools database, generate information regarding the poofs, and order products or 
services upon attainment of pool thresholds. Initially, the pool application accesses the poofs database 109 (Figure 4) 
to calculate the estimated closing and order placement date of the pool (step 140). The pool application 104 calculates 

I S the maturity date of the pool as 

MD = SD + Q 
R 

where MD is the estimated maturity date of the pool, SO is the start date, or the date on which the pool opened, Q is 
the quantity still needed for the pool to attain its quantity threshold, and R is the daily rate of orders. In alternative 
embodiments, the estimating closing time may be further calculated to an estimated hour or minute. In the preferred 

20 embodiment, R is the historical average rate of orders received by pools for the same product and discount level, and is 
generated periodically by the pool application based on historical data. The average may be adjusted to reflect for 
seasonal variations, product life cycle, and changes in price and terms on which the product is offered, and greater or 
lesser weight may be given to order rates in recent periods. R may also be based in whole or in part on order rates 
experienced by pools for similar, but not identical, products or consumer demand for the product as reflected in orders 

25 placed through other channels of distribution, such as home shopping services and other Internet retailers, or as 
reported in industry or trade journals. In addition, a safety factor may be added to the maturity date, such as by adding 
a fixed number of days to the estimate, increasing the estimate by a fixed percentage, or increasing the estimate by a 
function of the standard deviation of the historical order rate, e.g„ increasing the estimate by 0.7 or 1.5 deviations 
from the mean. If the pool application 104 determines that the threshold has not been met for the pool being 

30 examined, the pool application's 104 review of the pool is complete for this interval (step 142). 

If the pool application 104 determines that the threshold has been met for the pool being examined, the pool 
application 104 interfaces with the order application 108 (step 143). For each customer that has entered the poof, the 
order application 108 charges the identified payment account by communication with the designated financial 
institution 111 through the Internet 102 or other communications channel (step 143). The transmission may be 
35 encrypted. The order application 108 then places an order with the supplier 112 for the products ordered in the pool 
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through the Internet 102 (step 144). The order application 108 then accesses and updates the orders database 1 10 to 
reftect the placement of the order with a supplier 111 The orders database 110 may include information reflecting 
the pool for which an order was placed, the product or service ordered, the supplier from whom the product or service 
was ordered, the date each order was placed, and the price paid. In other embodiments, the order application 108 may 
place an order through any other public or private network. For example, the order application 108 may communicate 
the order to the supplier 1 12 through a private communications network, through a dial-up modem link, may generate a 
purchase order and transmit it to the supplier 112 via facsimile, or communicate the order by voice message. 
Alternately, the order application 108 may display a message to the pool service provider indicating that the pool 
threshold has been met, and advising the pool service provider to place the order. The pool service provider would then 
place the order through any means accepted by the supplier 108. Alternately, the order may be placed with a plurality 
of suppliers. The order application 108 provides information to a system for providing shipping and handling (not 
shown) (step 145). The order application 108 then invokes the e-mail notification application 115 to generate an e- 
mail message to customers advising them that the pool has closed and that the products or services have been ordered 
(step 146). The order application then interfaces with the pool application 104, providing data to the pool application 
104 indicating that the order for the pool has been placed. Depending on the business relationship between the pool 
service provider and the supplier 112, the supplier may ship the product directly to the customer, or may ship the 
product to the pool service provider, which would then deliver the product to the customer. If the supplier 112 is to 
ship the product directly to the customer, the order application 108 electronically transmits shipping information for 
each order in the pool to the supplier 112 with the order. The pool application 104 then accesses the pools database 
109 to create and open a new pool, and accesses the users database 105 to reflect the placement of the customers' 
orders (step 148). 

The pool application 104 repeats the process illustrated in Figure 6 for each open pool. In the preferred 
embodiment, the process illustrated in Figure 6 is performed one time each day at a predetermined time, for example, 
at 12 a.m. In alternative embodiments, the process may be performed at any other interval, for example, every hour or 
every other day, or on a continuous basis. 

Although this invention has been described in terms of certain preferred embodiments, other embodiments 
that are apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art, including embodiments which do not provide all of the features 
and advantages set forth herein, are also within the scope of this invention. Accordingly, the scope of the present 
invention is intended to be defined only by reference to the appended claims. In the claims which follow, reference 
characters used to designate claim steps are provided for convenience of description only, and are not intended to 
imply any particular order for performing the steps. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS : 

1. A computer-implemented method for pooling orders of customers for a product or service in order to 
obtain a volume discount, comprising: 

(a) on a network site of a publicly-accessible network, providing information about a pool for 
aggregating orders for the product or service; 

(b) receiving orders for the product or service over the publicly-accessible network from a 
plurality of customers, and adding the orders to the pool; 

(c) monitoring the pool to determine whether a predetermined threshold has been attained, 
the threshold representing a quantity at which a volume discount is available from a seller of the product or 
service; and 

(d) when the predetermined threshold has been attained, initiating placement of an order 
with the seller on behalf of a plurality of customers within the pool. 

2. The method of Claim 1, wherein the predetermined threshold is a number of units of the product or 
service required to obtain the volume discount from the seller. 

3. The method of Claim 1, wherein the predetermined threshold is a combined monetary amount 
represented by the orders within the pool. 

4. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (a) comprises providing on the network site information about 
a current quantity of the pool and a corresponding threshold for closing the pool. 

5. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (a) comprises providing on the network site an estimated 
maturity date of the pool. 

6. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (b) comprises posting at least one electronic form that is 
adapted to be filled out and electronically submitted by a customer to submit an order. 

7. The method of Claim 6, wherein the electronic form is part of a World Wide Web page. 

8. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (b) comprises receiving customer payment and shipping 
information over the network. 

9. The method of Claim 8, wherein step (b) comprises receiving and verifying a credit card number for 
at least one customer. 

10. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (a) comprises providing information about a plurality of 
different pools for the same product or service, wherein different pools of the plurality have different thresholds and 
provide different volume discounts, and wherein step (b) comprises determining a pool to which an order from a 
customer corresponds. 

11. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (d) comprises automatically transmitting the order to the 

seller. 

12. The method of Claim 11, wherein step (d) further comprises transmitting shipping information of 
the plurality of customers of the pool to the seller. 
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13. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (d) comprises notifying a human operator that the threshold 
has been reached, to allow the operator to place the order with the seller. 

14. The method of Claim 1, wherein step (d) further comprises notifying members of the pool by e-mail 
of placement of the order with the seller. 

15. The method of Claim 1, further comprising notifying a customer by e-mail of formation of a new 
pool for a user-specified product or service. 

16. A network site that is accessible to users of a publicly-accessible network to allow users to pool 
orders for products or services with other customers, the network site comprising: 

a computer system coupled to the network, the computer system including a database of products 
and/or services offered through the network site, the database accessible to users of the site; 

order processing coda which runs on the computer system and processes orders from customers for 
products and/or services, the order processing code including pool processing which creates pools for 
customer orders, aggregates customer orders into pools, and initiates orders with sellers for pools of 
customer orders upon the attainment of predetermined thresholds. 

17. The network site according to Claim 16, wherein the predetermined thresholds include a quantity of 
units required to obtain a volume discount. 

18. The network site according to Claim 16, wherein the predetermined thresholds include a monetary 
quantity needed to obtain a volume discount 

19. The network site according to Claim 16, wherein the pool processing code concurrently implements 
a plurality of different user-selectable pools for the same product or service, wherein different pools of the plurality 
have different thresholds and provide different volume discounts. 

20. The network site according to Claim 16, further comprising executable code which runs on the 
computer system to calculate an estimated maturity date for a pool based on historical data, and posts the estimated 
maturity date on the network site for viewing by users. 

21. The network site according to Claim 16, wherein the network site is implemented as a World Wide 

Web site. 

22. The network site according to Claim 16, wherein the pool processing code automatically submits 
an order on behalf of customers of a pool when a threshold for the pool is reached. 

23. The network site according to Claim 16, further comprises executable code which runs on the 
computer system to provide an e-mail based notification service which notifies users of user-specified pool status 
events. 

24. A computer system for enabling users of a publicly-accessible network to obtain volume discounts 
on products andfor services, comprising: 

means for communicating to users information about an ongoing pool for purchasing a product or 
service at a volume discount; 
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means for receiving orders for the product or service from a plurality of users of the publicly- 
accessible network, and for combining said orders within a pool; and 

means for determining whether the pool has reached a threshold needed to obtain a volume 
discount from a seller of the product or service. 
5 25. The computer system of Claim 24, wherein the means for receiving orders maintains multiple pools 

for the same product or service, wherein different pools of the plurality have different thresholds and provide different 
volume discounts. 

26. The computer system of Claim 24, further comprising means for estimating a maturity date of a 

pool. 

10 27. The computer system of Claim 24, further comprising means for notifying customers by e-mail of 

pool status information. 
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